This twist towards instability was largely due to the persistence of long-term conflicts or tensions. In Chad, since 2006 the situation has become tense and clashes between several groups of rebels and the national army have increased in number and in intensity. The west of Sudan remains plagued by the Darfour war, with the 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) on the brink of collapse. In northern Uganda, and on the DRC's borders to the north and east, acts of war are continuing. Ethnic clashes remain a great cause of concern, especially where weapons coming from war zones or ex-conflict zones are becoming widespread, as in eastern Africa, and in the Great lakes region, where weapons from neighbouring Somalia present a problem. In Kenya, the level of political violence and crime had risen considerably since 2005 and literally exploded in 2007, mostly attributed to ethnic clashes and exacerbated by adverse climatic conditions. Serious trouble and hardening of the regime in Zimbabwe, whose economy collapsed in 2007, led to harsh repression. Troubles increased in countries that were recently enjoying remarkable stability. Common to Mali and Niger, the Touareg rebellion intensified while Algeria suffered from a renewal of terrorist attacks, as did Morocco.
The major change compared to 2006 is that instability rose slightly even in traditionally stable countries. Rising dissatisfaction amongst the population due to the Political and social troubles worsened in 2007, but the long term trend is positive.
Progress towards democracy continues, despite some severe setbacks.
Democratic institutions need to foster dialogue and social cohesion.
♦ ♦ ♦
While stability and democracy in Africa are improving, the 2007 snapshot shows fragile democratic institutions that are often unrepresentative, even after elections. Freedom of the press, the rule of law and government transparency remain weak and corruption is widespread at all levels of politics and the economy. Political and social instability also grew, even in countries thought to be traditionally stable.
This general picture is nonetheless misleading. While tensions picked up again in 2007, according to the 2008
African Economic Outlook's annual table of political indices, the long-term trend is still encouraging, showing that progress in the last ten years has been important.
The large majority of African countries enjoy rising stability, while in several fragile states normalisation is slowly progressing. More and more countries are legitimising their governments through universal elections. More than 54 million Africans participated in the 19 presidential and parliamentary elections held in 18 African countries in 2007. However, at 32.9 per cent, the turnout rate was rather low, partly because in the two largest countries that went to the polls last year, Nigeria and Egypt, only 13.4 per cent and 31.2 per cent of the registered voters respectively, cast their ballots. There was also massive abstention in Algeria. cost of living, especially for food and fuel, was at the root of several demonstrations in Senegal, Zambia and, more recently, in Burkina Faso and Cameroon. Poor living conditions and insufficient basic services also fuelled unrest in South Africa, where the AEO's political indices deteriorated sharply, due to demonstrations and strikes caused by the widespread perception that the postapartheid government is not doing enough for poverty reduction, redistribution and service-delivery improvement. In this context, the year 2007 shows that rising tensions can be brought about by the democratisation process itself, when the political debate between government and opposition becomes tense, and when people make use of their civil rights to voice their discontent through demonstrations, strikes and abstention during elections. What continues to distinguish the continent, though, is the very high level of violence often associated with demonstrations of social dissent. However, these troubles are expected to remain isolated episodes, provided that government strategies to absorb prices shocks in the immediate future are successful in meeting people's needs and if they succeed in developing a constructive dialogue with the different components of society.
